I often ask the question -where are we going? Well I cannot really tell you where we are going; however, I have clues to where we have been and, from that, some predictions of where we are heading can be made. Certainly when I speak of the future, it is not that which will arise in a few days, nor a few weeks or months, but in decades and even a century or more. History is often written by events that happen over short periods of time -say a few hours or days. Such singular or even grouped events are usually short in duration. This is best illustrated through the events of war where a single battle will have a great mark on history. These short events can propitiate long-term effects that last years and decades. A good example of this in the USA is the Civil War battle at Gettysburg. As we know, this single event changed history in the USA. Other events can be viewed in the longer-term, such as the Second World War, but still, in relation to world history, this took place over a very short period.
Changing world events can also be viewed through the built environment. The built environment is changing the earth's physical landscape and the culture, concepts and health of the people who live in it. Such global changes are not occurring, as we often see events of history, over periods of a few years but rather more slowly. They can be viewed as almost a Darwinian evolutionary process, with events occurring in increments. The most disturbing part of the change is the loss of wild and natural places of the world and how this is influencing humanity and its future. For the most part, the built environment is replac-ing natural settings and the activities associated with these locations. So we can ask the question -where are we going with the built environment?
Initially, change started when the natural conditions in which people lived were replaced with agricultural development. Agricultural change showed that humans now had the ability to manipulate the environment on a large scale. Previously, only small-scale development had occurred, like the establishment of a village or a smaller family living area. The change to agriculture from hunter-gatherer took place over eons of time. How much time no one really knows, but it was faster in some areas than others. In time the change dramatically altered much of the landscape over the occupied regions. However, much of these agricultural activities were closely associated with the natural systems and often quickly converted back to the natural state when agricultural practices were discontinued. Early on people only had themselves and animals to assist in changing the environment, which limited the amount and extent of change that was possible. This became less true as technology developed to create the built environment we have today. In this built environment, energy and machinery have been harnessed allowing dramatic changes to be made. Changes in the built environment are also much more rapid than those that occurred in the transition from hunting-and-gathering to agriculture. Today, most of us consider agriculture (farming) as part of the natural world and it is true that most farms are in rural areas which are associated with wilderness areas. However, any change to the natural conditions can also be considered as developing a built environment, at least if you define it in the broadest sense, but for the most part such changes are easily reversible.
Most of us are city dwellers and associate the rural and farming environment with enjoyable outings, vacations (holidays) and travel. We enjoy the differences between our interaction with the built environment and that in relation to rural places, or, as I will say, the wild settings of the world. But have we really considered where we are going with the built environment and its relationship with agriculture, nature, natural resources and similar situations? We first need to understand that the built environment is not only buildings, but also any alteration of the natural condition by humans. This would include "dirt" road construction in forests or grasslands. Although a dirt road is reversible, it appears to lead eventually to more development and expansion of the built environment. Simply from the dirt road comes a gravel road with a few houses and farms, then a paved road and finally a superhighway with office buildings and complexes. What can be said is that the wild places of the world are decreasing and being replaced by human-made constructed forests of living and working space. Some have even referred to this as the "urban" or "man-made" jungle. Much of this urbanisation is now called "urban sprawl" and its expansion and development has become well recognised as a problem and concern in many parts of the world. For the natural wild environment, it can be easily said that it is going, going and will soon, in some locations, be gone. Unfortunately, eventually, it will some day all be gone.
Problems that are easily identified in association with the built environment are an expanding population and energy consumption. As I mentioned in a previous editorial [1] , these are the main concerns of humanity and are related to the building environment. What all these issues relate to is the disappearance of the wild places of the world. As I have said, the wild kingdom is going and will soon be gone forever. Loss of wild areas is not limited to the notable and well-publicised locations, such as the Amazon, but include others which, on a worldwide basis, are not as well recognised. For example, I was told that in England there are no longer any areas that are more than three miles from a road. I would argue, based on the distance from and to roads, that there are no wilderness areas left in England. Worse still, over the whole of Britain, it has been said that true wilderness simply no longer exists [2] . The lack of wild places in Britain is not unique and is occurring elsewhere in the world. The reason: population and the requirement for additional housing, manufacturing and space for growing communities. Thus, these losses are occurring in each of our backyards.
It is often discussed that there is a need for sustainable development. This is really a controlled expansion of the built environment for the growing population. Unfortunately, the world is not getting any larger, and it is obvious that there has to be a limit to this sustained development. Thus, could the sum of population expansion and energy really be a total of the built environment? As the construction of our world grows, is this the opposite of the loss of the wild places? I would suggest that each are directly related to each other.
The question we need to ask ourselves is, where are we going with all this? Many of our natural resources, as well as our essentials, such as air and water, are intercombined with the wild places of the world. As we build more, the loss of these places and the essentials that are derived from them threaten our existence. As the natural systems are replaced with artificial structures, more of the wild and untamed areas will vanish. What will we do when nature and the resources it provides are gone? Some would argue that technology will correct this situation and a solution will be derived. Well, maybe! So is social evolution outpacing natural evolution? This concern has been raised before. I would simply argue that humanity needs the wilds of the world for sustenance. After all, the forests, grasslands, lakes, rivers and seas are our lifeblood. With their disappearance, will we also disappear? It has happened to other dominant species -look at the dinosaurs.
What are some of the indicators related to the loss of our natural and wild environments? As mentioned, the increase of urban sprawl and loss of the natural environment is one clear indicator, but there are others. What I see as a good indicator of the loss of the wild places is the increasing rate of obesity and diabetes in developed countries. This is especially true in the USA where there are now discussions of the importance of sidewalks so residents in these areas get out and move for the single purpose of expending energy. The indicator of obesity is becoming even more acute for children. Obesity and type 2 diabetes in children and adolescents in the USA is increasing at an exponential rate. I would argue that this is a result of the development of the built environment and its consequence, the loss of natural habitat. For myself, as a child and adolescent, we spent much of our time outdoors and roaming the natural environment, not inside building structures on the computer or watching television. How has this changed so quickly, within a generation? It seems the built environment is taking control along with its developmental processes, including the now ubiquitous computers! So what do we do and what can we predict from the change in our environment, especially as the natural world appears to be going, going and will soon be gone? Based on the present conditions and knowing those from the past, as the built environment increases in size and density so will health problems increase. I am willing to predict that the obesity and diabetes problems, along with increasing level of asthma, are only the tip of the iceberg. I suggest that many other diseases will emerge from the loss of natural habitats. From this I do not mean emerging infectious diseases, but rather chronic conditions that will increasingly debilitate the population. Maybe it is time that we step back and look where we are going, try to understand what we expect to gain and what outcome we want. Certainly, the current situation is far from ideal and worsening. So let's make some decisions before our options are gone, because they are at the critical point of going, going and will soon be gone -for good.
